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Q— I’m concerned about violent
computer games my 13-year-old
son plays.  Is it harmful to his

development?

A — Parenting children in today’s high-
tech media-driven society is challenging.
They are exposed to many violent and sex-
ually provocative images, in addition to all
the other images advertisers target to young
people. 

They are the first generation that has
grown up with home computers, the inter-
net and email, and cell phones so their par-
ents are the first generation of parents to
worry about the influences of these media.
We’ve come a long way from not showing
Elvis below the waist!  

Dr. Peter Jaffe is a well-known psycholo-
gist, educator at the University of Western
Ontario, and a member of Ontario’s
Violence in the Media Coalition.

In a 2006 article, published in the
Ontario Secondary School Teachers
Federation journal, Jaffe quoted from a U.S.
source, “The conclusion of the public
health community, based on over 30 years
of research, is that viewing entertainment
violence can lead to increases in aggressive
attitudes, values, and behaviour, particular-
ly in children. Its effects are measurable and
long lasting.”

Parents, along with schools and the
broader community, need to be aware of

the impact of the media, and
act to limit its negative effects.
Parents can help protect their
children in a number of ways.  

In 2008, Canada’s National
Clearinghouse on Family
Violence, produced an
overview paper entitled,
“Raising Today’s Teens, Why
Parents Matter.” This docu-
ment reviews a large amount
of research which shows that a strong bond
of love and trust between children and at
least one caring adult is very important in
helping children cope with the stresses of
our society. 

Through this strong bond, parents can
communicate four important messages to
teens — you belong, you are trustworthy,
you are responsible and you are capable.
Parents can help them hear and believe
these messages through their communica-
tion. 

Discussing issues and choices, as well as
values and beliefs, helps youth understand
that their thoughts matter to you.  Your
child will best learn positive behaviours
and mature problem-solving skills by
watching you demonstrate them.  

Some specific ways parents can help
their teens thrive and survive through ado-
lescence include: 

• Maintain healthy boundaries and lim-
its. Reasonable limits, that make sense to
the teens, help them to know that you care,

and help them to make
healthier choices.

• Make rules that don’t
drive young people to rebel-
lion. Rules need to be in pro-
portion to the real risks
teenagers face, and not
infringe on areas where they
should be autonomous. Rules
should help to keep kids rea-
sonably safe. When rules are

too restrictive, young people either go
underground with their behaviour, or
become anxious or depressed, having given
up a sense of themselves as being trusted
and capable to make their own good deci-
sions.

• Teach alternatives to anger. Parents
can model calm, reasonable accommoda-
tions and negotiation skills. They can also
let their teens know that acting out in
anger won’t be tolerated, and will have con-
sequences.

•Say “Yes” more than “No.” Parents
must say “no” to unreasonable or danger-
ous requests and teens will be more recep-
tive to this when they understand that you
are acting from a position of deep caring
and love for them. Often a substitute activi-
ty can be agreed upon, one that is safer, yet
still let the teen know they belong and are
trusted. 

• Provide a mirror to the teenager’s
strengths. All teens have individual
strengths and need recognition and

acknowledgement of those. Self-confidence
is a powerful asset, and parents can nurture
it in their teens, with their words, and
actions, and attention.

• Advocate for what a teen needs. As
adults, our voices our louder. Our teens
need us to support them when challenged
by bureaucracies or bullies.  

In the end, the most valuable thing a
parent can do is to trust their instincts.
Show the teenager that you are doing what
you think is best, and help them under-
stand why you think it is best. Your teen
will appreciate being shown that you truly
care about his or her welfare. And your
teen will make healthier, safer choices for
themselves as their understanding of the
complexities of decisions deepens.  

To go back to the original question of
whether violent computer games are harm-
ful to children and youth, a parent taking
this type of positive parenting approach
would acknowledge that exposure to vio-
lence may be harmful, discuss their con-
cerns with their child, develop reasonable
limits, and help the child find alternative
activities.  

Most importantly, that child would have
a deep unbreakable bond with that parent,
and that bond would help to protect the
child from the negative effects of the media.

This article was submitted by Paula
Conning, registered nurse, parent and member
of the DPSN board of directors.
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